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                                                9	The	connection	between	the	swan	with	a	bone	and	Oblivia’s	death	is	also	reinforced	by	the	Harbour	Master’s	description	of	Oblivia,	dead	in	the	desert	with	“[a]	bird	picking	on	her	bones”	(216).		
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long-term	effects	of	multiple,	catastrophic	historical	events	and	their	impacts	on	multiple	levels”	(317).	In	its	complexity,	The	Swan	Book	is	in	some	ways	a	literary	response	to	this	call.	After	Bella	Donna’s	death,	the	text	reveals	Oblivia’s	history	in	more	detail.	After	finding	her	in	a	tree,	Bella	Donna	takes	Oblivia	to	her	now	elderly	parents	who		 were	still	fearful	of	welfare	people	like	the	Army	coming	back	to	plague	them	over	their	failure-to-thrive	baby,	and	poking	around	with	accusing	fingers	at	their	families’	histories	for	evidence	of	grog	harm	on	the	little	girl’s	brain—as	if	they	didn’t	already	know	what	happens	to	the	inheritors	of	oppression	and	dispossession.	It’s	not	that	shit	happens	as	other	people	have	said;	it’s	the	eternal	reality	of	a	legacy	in	brokenness	that	was	the	problem	to	them.	(86)	In	this	passage,	Oblivia’s	individual	trauma	is	positioned	within	a	larger	system	of	violence;	she	becomes	a	reminder	of	this	“legacy	in	brokenness.”	As	van	Rijswijk	observes	in	“Archiving	the	Northern	Territory	Intervention	in	Law	and	in	the	Literary	Counter-Imaginary,”	The	Swan	Book	is	“a	story	of	relentless	and	interconnected	harms”	(125).	Maria	Kaaren	Takolander	argues	it	is	in	passages	like	this	that	“Wright	signals	how	the	assault	on	Oblivia	is	part	of	a	larger	history	of	damage	done	to	Aboriginal	people”	(“Theorizing”	114).	I	agree	and	suggest	that	in	fact	Wright’s	choice	of	generic	and	politically	charged	terminology	in	some	ways	serves	to	erase	the	specificity	of	Oblivia’s	story,	making	her	an	all	encompassing	symbol	of	the	inheritance	of	“oppression	and	dispossession.”	10	In	many	ways,	this	insertion	into	a	legacy	of	colonial	

















                                                13	These	narratives	of	violence	are	in	turn	linked	to	the	literary	history	that	Bella	Donna	consistently	draws	on	by	her	panicked	attempt	to	stop	her	own	erasure	from	the	narrative	by	reciting	lines	from	Yeats’s,	“Leda	and	the	Swan”	(202).	While	the	meaning	of	this	addition	is	complex	and	multiplicitous,	I	read	it	as	supporting	evidence	that	Bella	Donna’s	narratives	of	violence	are	linked	to	ideas	of	canon,	genre	and	Western	modes	of	meaning.	14	There	is	of	course	an	added	complexity	to	this	argument	as	Warren	is	violent	toward	Oblivia,	and	Oblivia	has	previously	been	a	victim	of	violence	committed	by	black	men.	However,	I	argue	that	Wright	critiques	the	exaggerated	nature	of	Bella	Donna’s	accusations	and	the	way	in	which	she	justifies	and	acts	on	her	assumption.		
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filtered	lens,	a	lens	which	is	blind	to	the	way	in	which	white	race	privilege	manifests	itself	in	and	through	these	relations”	(Moreton-Robinson	“Tiddas”	67).	Again,	Wright	draws	my	own	reading	practice	into	this	critique	by	reminding	me	of	the	inadequacy	of	a	reading	of	Warren	as	simply	a	villain.	My	privileging	of	a	Western	feminist	Gothic	tradition	is	comparable	to	Bella	Donna’s	act	of	relying	on	her	own	narratives	of	violence	to	form	a	reading	of	Warren.			 The	tension	between	Bella	Donna’s	reading	of	Warren	as	villain	and	the	Harbour	Master’s	accusations	of	racism	contributes	to	Wright’s	ironic	use	of	the	figure	of	the	Gothic	villain.	However,	like	much	in	The	Swan	Book,	there	is	yet	another	layer	of	meaning	to	be	considered.	In	her	text	Irony,	Claire	Colebrook	argues	that	“[i]f	it	is	the	case	that	an	author	or	speaker	can	be	other	than	what	they	manifestly	say,	it	is	also	the	case	that	complex	forms	of	irony	can	make	the	recognition	and	existence	of	this	distanced	authorial	position	impossible	to	determine”	(160).	Wright’s	relationship	to	the	Gothic	form	is	one	such	example	of	complex	irony.	It	is	the	Harbour	Master	who	accuses	Bella	Donna	of	racism,	but	it	cannot	be	argued	that	he	represents	the	“distanced	authorial	position”	as	he	both	narrates	the	genies’	murder	by	assassins	and	then	blames	“Bella	Donna’s	ghost	for	killing	[them].	He	really	had	it	in	for	her”	(204).	Furthermore,	though	the	narrative	of	a	history	of	violence	can	be	seen	to	originate	with	Bella	Donna,15	it	eventually	exists	independently	of	her	and,	as	I	have	argued,	is	an	important	aspect	of	Oblivia’s	story.	As	a	result,	Wright’s	sometimes-ironic	use	of	Gothic	tropes	does	not	serve	to	nullify	entirely	the	construction	of	meaning	facilitated	by	their	framework.	Rather,	irony	draws	attention	to	their	existence	as	a	framework	and	my	application	of	that	framework.	By	recognising	and	challenging	the	Western	literary	modes	that	have	





















































                                                18	This	is	a	term	that	Wright	herself	uses	(“On	Writing”	80;	“Where	to	Point”	41)	and	I	have	found	it	useful	for	discussing	the	complex	narrative	scopes	of	her	texts.	
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evidences	the	capacity	for	communication	and	exchange	while	still	maintaining	a	distinction	between	forms	of	knowledge.		Though	the	threads	that	make	up	the	long	narrative	rope	that	is	The	Swan	Book	are	seemingly	endless,	some	are	central	and	pervasive.	Aboriginal	Law	plays	a	vital	role	in	the	construction	of	the	story	world	of	The	Swan	Book,	particularly	Aboriginal	knowledge	of	a	non-Western	temporal	universe,	the	importance	of	non-waking	reality	and	conceptions	of	non-human	and	inanimate	subjectivities	and	agency.19	In	“Learning	to	Read	the	Signs:	Law	in	an	Indigenous	Reality”	Palyku	scholars	Ambelin	Kwaymullina	and	Blaze	Kwaymullina	examine	Aboriginal	views	of	knowledge,	time	and	space,	and	the	role	these	play	in	Aboriginal	legal	systems.	In	the	context	of	conceptions	of	time	they	state:	 In	an	Aboriginal	worldview,	time—to	the	extent	that	it	exists	at	all—is	neither	linear	nor	absolute.	There	are	patterns	and	systems	of	energy	that	create	and	transform,	from	the	ageing	process	of	the	human	body	to	the	growth	and	decay	of	the	broader	universe.	But	these	processes	are	not	“measured”	or	even	framed	in	a	strictly	temporal	sense,	and	certainly	not	in	a	linear	sense.	(199)	Wright	incorporates	this	conception	of	non-linear	time	into	her	work,	explaining	in	“On	Writing	Carpentaria”	that	“[t]he	Indigenous	world	is	both	ancient	and	modern,	both	colonial	experience	and	contemporary	reality,	and	the	problem	right	now	for	us,	is	how	to	carry	all	times	when	approaching	the	future”	(81).	In	many	ways,	non-linear	time	is	more	apparent	in	The	Swan	Book	than	in	Carpentaria.	Though	the	setting	is	futuristic,	it	“might	be	the	same	story	about	some	important	person	carrying	a	swan	centuries	ago,	
                                                19	Though	the	influence	of	these	ideas	are	clear,	it	is	challenging	for	a	reader	without	direct	access	to	these	systems	of	knowledge	to	identify	where	(and	even	if)	an	Aboriginal	worldview	ends	and	Wright’s	literary	re-imagination	begins.	This	is	a	question	that	I	address	in	a	later	section;	however,	in	this	section	it	is	my	intention	to	highlight	the	presence	and	importance	of	Aboriginal	knowledge	systems	in	the	construction	of	The	Swan	Book.	
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and	it	might	be	the	same	story	in	centuries	to	come”	(333).	Time	stands	still	for	Oblivia	while	she	sleeps	“for	a	very	long	time	among	the	tree’s	huge	woven	roots,”	although	that	“very	long	time”	“did	not	take	long”	(7).	Representations	of	colonisation	also	deny	the	concept	of	linear	time:	as	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter,	the	colonial	rule	and	interventionist	policies	experienced	by	the	swamp	people	of	the	future	are	instantly	recognisable	as	today’s	reality,	and	simultaneously	reflect	the	first	colonial	invasion.			 In	“Learning	to	Read	the	Signs”	a	dream	recounted	by	Blaze	Kwaymullina	is	incorporated	into	the	article	as	a	primary	text.	Kwaymullina	and	Kwaymullina	include	a	footnote	that	designates	it	as	a	dream	and	states	that	they	include	it	as	an	“illustration	of	Palyku	knowledge	process”	(207),	as	“Aboriginal	knowledge	systems	do	not	compartmentalise	knowledge	or	ways	of	knowing	into	specific	disciplines,	because	intellectual,	emotional,	physical	and	spiritual	understandings	of	the	world	cannot	be	divorced	from	one	another”	(196).	Such	non-compartmentalised	knowledge	is	reflected	in	the	narrative	mode	of	The	Swan	Book.	Warren	has	a	dream	of	a	“black	angel	cloud	flying	in	a	starry	night”	(109),	and,	a	short	while	after,	he	sees	“in	the	corner	of	his	eye	a	flash	of	black,	of	last	night’s	dream,	now	down-stream	in	the	river”	(112).	There	is	no	discernable	barrier	between	waking	and	non-waking	reality	as	“last	night’s	dream”	becomes	a	black	swan,	trapped	in	a	flooded	river.20		 Non-human	agency	is	another	way	in	which	Aboriginal	knowledge	informs	Wright’s	style,	creating	multiple	modes	of	narration	and	also	troubling	the	idea	of	a	singular	and	stable	worldview.	Non-human	agency	and	subjectivity	permeate	the	text,	from	the	lonely	crow	that	“chuckl[es]	its	secrets”	(177)	into	Warren	Finch’s	ear	and	
























































































































































                                                31	This	concept	of	lateral	communication	is	also	introduced	by	Apter	in	her	description	of	Édouard	Glissant’s	Poétique	de	la	Relation,	in	which	he	argues	for	a	“move	toward	linguistic	inter-nationalism	.	.	.	replacing	the	old	center-periphery	model	with	a	world	system	comprised	of	multiple	linguistic	singularities	or	interlocking	small	worlds,	each	a	locus	of	poetic	opacity”	(Translation	245).	She	describes	this	paradigm	as	“a	model	of	aporetic	community	in	which	small	worlds	(modelled	perhaps	after	a	deterritorialized	Caribbean)	connect	laterally”	(Translation	245).		
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In	“On	Writing	Carpentaria”	Wright	states:	“[w]hen	I	look	at	the	novel	it	is	like	seeing	a	myriad	of	ideas	that	have	created	the	same	thing:	islands.	.	.	.	If	you	could	fly	above	the	pages	and	perhaps	see	the	whole	sea	of	words	as	one	inclusive	idea	as	I	often	do	when	I	dream	words,	you	would	see	the	direction	where	the	book	was	always	headed”	(94).	What	I	read	in	this	simile	of	islands	and	ocean	is	the	enduring	conflict	of	singularity	and	connection.	Each	idea,	each	character,	each	system	of	representation	in	Wright’s	text	is	like	an	“island	of	self-sufficiency	that	act[s]	alone”	(95).	However,	it	is	possible,	in	dreams	and	from	a	great	height,	for	these	islands	to	become	a	whole—not	as	a	single,	homogenised	land	mass,	but	as	a	network,	connected	by	shifting	water.	In	The	
Swan	Book	Wright’s	poetics	and	style	draw	out	my	reading,	or	translation,	of	a	passage,	encouraging	me	to	draw	connections	to	moments	and	texts	interior	and	exterior	to	the	novel.	However,	it	does	not	allow	me	the	illusion	of	a	perfect	translation,	always	simultaneously	maintaining	strangeness	while	also	“putting	in	touch	with.”			 With	this	dynamic	in	mind,	I	return	to	the	passage	that	opened	this	section.	The	“little	linguist”	myna	birds	rework	and	rework	the	machinery	of	language	and,	though	it	is	still	an	incoherent	“jibber-jabbering	loudness,”	this	act	of	continual	translation	allows	a	glimpse	of	some	kind	of	larger,	more	communal	truth.	A	truth	that	is	perhaps	louder,	and	certainly	more	eloquent,	than	the	homogenizing	and	reductive	language	that	Wright	imagines	in	The	Swan	Book	to	be	the	only	remnants	of	English:	“the	most	commonly	used	words	you	would	have	heard	to	try	to	defeat	lies	in	this	part	of	the	world.	Just	short	words	like	Not	true”	(330).		
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